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ABSTRACT ' 

The case study method, a technique for examining 
realistic organizational problems through systematic analysis, is a 
very useful tool in the organizational communication class. Case 
analysis involves the identification and examination of salient 
issues causing the problems that organizational members are 
experiencing, as well as the development of strategies for addressing 
those issues. The case method,, which is particularly well suited for - 
aiding students in learning about complex organizational phenomena, 
helps students both recognize the role of communication ineffective 
organizational functioning and expand their knowledge of 
organizational research and theory, fostering their analytical 
insight into the nature of organizational processes. It also helps 
instructors to generate class discussion and to illustrate and 
clarify important organizational concepts. The mos^ important 
prerequisite for case analysis is the instructors ability to set a 
conducive atmosphere. The quality ot case analysis is largely 
dependent on the quality of the case history presented. The case must 
be carefully selected ar prepared to reflect course information and 
demonstrate important theories in organizational communication, to 
enable students to apply their knowledge to the analysis. (HTH) 
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"Using the Case Study Metho^l In Organizational Cpmrnunication Classes r 
Developing Students', Ins ight, Knowledge, and Creativity" 

, ' - , Introduction to the Case Study^ Method 

The case study method is a technique for Examining realistic 1 

organizational problems through systematic analysis. Typically, in 

the case study method a description of a potentially problematic 

real-world phenomenon, (in organizational communication/ classes - a 

description of a troublesome situation organization members are 

encountering), is presented to students. ^fhis description is 

referred to as the case or case history, and is generally presented 

in written form, although cases may- .be presented orally or through 

use of media. Students are encouraged to perform the critical role 

of case study analyst. Case analysis invplves the identification and 

examination of salient issues causing .the problems organization 

«... - * <■ * 

members are experiencing in the case, as well as the development of 

■ * * 

strategies for addressing and rectifying the case issues and problems 

identified,. The cage study analyst must demonstrate a combination of 

insight, knowledge, ^nd creativity in identifying relevant- issues 

causing organizational distress in the case Under examination, 

analyzing these issues in l'igiit of relevant (organizational 

c^lnmuniGation) research and theory, and devising realistic and 

appropriate strategies for helping' organization members cope with the 

^problematic situation presented in the case, (Schnelle, 1967; Mier, 

19,82) . : 



The '-quality of case analysis ^ls largely dependent on* the quality, 
o'f the 'case history presented^ The case history provides the .analyst. 



with critical information about , the organization under^ examinatipn. 
It is the task of the analyst to examine . and - interpret "the evidence 
presented in the case history. ;Good case histories provid^e students 
with IntViqueing data that leads them to in-depth .study and - 



potentially, heuristic .analysis. Lawrence describes the benefits of 

selecting high quali ty c&ses for analysis: 

' * ! ,' ,; ■ • ■ 

A*goodc£se is thq vehicle by Which a chunk of reality* is * 
' brpifghjt into the. classroom to be worked over, by the class; . 
and the instructor. A godd 1 case keep$ the class discussion^ 
grounded upon s,ome of the stubborn facts that must be faced 
up to in 'teal-life situations. It is the anchor on academic 
flights of speculation. It is the record of complex 
situations that must be' literally, pulled apart , and put 
• together again before the situations can be understood . 
(Lawrence, 1953 , p. 215). 

the selection of appropriate cases - to present to students for 

analysis is crucial. ' The case must be carefully ^selected (or 

prepare^), to reflect course information and demonstrate ^important \ , 

theoretical issues -in organizational communcation. • Case histories ; 

that provide realisticj problem situations that reflect important 

theories and concepts s^f organizational communication enable the 

student/analysfto afrply^fcteir ^tudies to 4 strategic organizational 

oroblein identification' and solution. . ' , ,. ' 4 

K ' ■ ■ ^ ii. f » , 

" , ' * I - ■ ' 

- "Case studies can be .integrated in organizational,, communication 
classes using several different instructional strategies. For 
.example, the; instructor 'can have students • read % a case history 'and \ 
then present the class with his. or her own case' analysis. This is ah 



especially useful strategy when first initiating catie analysis as a 

class instructional method. 1 By p/esqnting the dlass with his/her own 

analysis of thfe case, the 'instructor demonstrates the proper manner' 

Cor conducting case analyses and gives class members examples . of how c 

organizational theory can be applied to^ case analyses. Cases can 

also be analysed by the group aloud in class b/ both students and' 

instructor through class iUscussjlon. After students .have some £ 
i ■ " • t , t \t- 

experience • witfi case studies and arb ,familiar with the case study 

method, it is of tan beneficial for the instructor to assign students 

a case , to analyze on their own and have them develop their own case 

Study reports . • Case Study reports may be assigned as. written class 

work, and, turned in >td the instructor fop evaluation / or tbdy can be^ 

assigned .to individual ^students oi student teams for ofal" class 

presentation. Oral presentations of case analyses can be a* good. 

stimulator for in-depth group discussion and critique. Hu 

The instructor should facilitate etfective irt-cl$ss c'ase .study 

analysis as a discussion 'leader. Schmidt ^and Lipstreu, (1975);, 

suggest the roles of t^he .effective ca$e analysis discussion leader 

includes drawing attention to neglected facts, asking questions 0 about 

/ J, ' ' ■ r 

J points raised by participant's* questioning the impact of different 
, courses of action sugV^sted, encouraging the group . to ask questions, 
and 'provide detailed commentary, ahd v discouraging vague - ^jt 
generalizations and ready-made %olutiojns. The, discussion Xeader can 
also raise the level of ca^e analysis .by'- clearly identif ying - and 
exemplif ying the crucial 7 role o"f organizational theory and research 
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' ■ ". • - ■ • •: • ■■ ■ # . 

in atidlyzirtg' wSe I1i3t0ri.es and developing strategies for • ^' 
oc.(jt\n t/.at ional innovation. Cuue study work is most ^productive when v 
the. tjiq tractor helps the students Integrate tease examples with course 
in forma Mfon. • Ttictf instructor should also help process student 
;in terpretatioris oE cases, recognizing that ^^ re \ s no Qnc * FMJ^t 
pv(iluation of any case history but many different^ viable petspectives 

. * ' • . • ■ . * 

>qn case analysis. The instructor should emphasize to students /that 

. \ * > 

the best case study analyses v are methodical, reasoned, and t 
substantiated by -organizational theory v and research. 

The case study method is bV no means a totally new educational^. 



method, (Dooley and Skinner, 1977). It has its roots in the socratic 

.method oC education where the instructor tells students a story about 

a < problematic situation and queries them about how they 'might solve r * % 

the problem. Case study work provides students with many, question^. r 

" Learning is accomplished by> attempting to answer the questions* .. • - 

presented. Teh case method has been extensively used in business, 

, . . j .... v * • . ' 1 

medical, library, social work, and legal education. The Strength of 

the base method for organizational communication^ instruction is that 

it^s particularly wel'.l suited for helping students to learn about 

complex organizational phenomena. Fo^ example, the case 'study method 

.has a long and productive history of usage in management education at 

the Harvard University Business 'School, where it has helped prepare 

• '• \ • •■ , - " °: ' > > 

students to | become effective organizational analysts and 
decisionrmakers, (McNair and Her^um, 1954.; Andrews, 1958; 
Harvard Basiness School, 1965). The case stdtiy has been us^ioL as an \ 
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instruct ioriai tool (Vi many textbooks concerning organizations , whocQ 
ease hiotories and/or case? analyses 1 have boon included to illustrate 
, theories about „organizat ional bohaviorji (White and Vroman, 1982^/ 
Krepn and Thornton, 1984; GlOvor> Hdwer, and /ragiuri; 1973 ; Gildea 
and Haas, 1975 ; ,ll&ney, v 1972 ) . ♦ Ih decent years, several authors; have T 
wrijtten popular bqfaks about!* 6rgani zat ions 'which present real c^se 
histories to validate their perspectives about organizational life, 
(Peters and Waterman, 1982; Deal^ and Kenpedy y N 1979'; Terkel, 1972; \ 
Harragan, 1977 ) .r' The extensive utiliza'^^^ case me^thjbd would / 

seem to indicate the casre method off ers subst^f^lal benefits in / 

'■ ' N ■ , ) ■ • ■ ' - ,• ; / 

educatibn.i In the remainder *<>f , this* paper t willVex&mine some of the 

educational, functions* of tfte casp study ^method; andf examine -It 9 ^ J 

.■specific applications in organizational cpmitySmi cat; iron instruction. *y 

"V • • - * : ' _ '., • ' • " " ■ \>; ". . : / • 

;> Instructional, rationale*, 



Organizational comnrnnicatidn education is an appli«&i area, of 
study that examrnes theory , and research abqmt • th$ role of humane 



interaction in organ£*oi:ional lif e^ U'Carn£y> 1979r^V^ce and Ross, 
rl982) # Organizational commun^at ^n study is rooted in. the actual 



communication behaviors perforr^d, by I* organization members ih the 
accomplishment of organ i zat iof|a)l ; '^tasfes,. Case v stud^ ranalysis. i: 



is an 

instructional method' that ^encourages students 1 ^application of ; ; V 
relevant organizational , conutmii^l^ion theory to orgln^at ional 



practice. Case studies bring organizational fcommuriicat ion theory ^o 
^life by enabling^\Jaie student to visualize ^ow the tl^ory relates to ^ 
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ibr<jan,izat iOnaL analysis, organ Izat bbnal prbbicm solving and 

•» * . / . 

iinnrov.Mnon fc of orqan i za t; ional pnr l;ormano<f . 

r' * ■ :L 

•Case mUuU(v;i c^n help organisational 'communication students 
r^oogni/M, tho rofti of communication in effective organisational 
functioning. Gildea and ^jlaas, (1975/ p. 4), dorjcribe how case 
studies illuminate the uu^s of organizational communication when^Key 
wrote, *...cast? studies are presented to show how others initiated or 
enhanced their organization's commitment to an ongoing program of 
effective communication." Additionally, the use of case, studies in 
organizational communication courses can provide many pedagogical 
benefj^s for both instructors and students. For example, Mier 
suggests th(^ case method can be used in organizational communication 
courses to hilp accomplish the following fejhree instructional goals: 



% 1., To hq/lp formulate key concepts introduced in textbook 
readings and classroom lectures.... 

2. X° help reinforce learning through application of key 
'concepts covered in lectures, readings, films, and textbook 
v cas^s (student case studies).) 

3. \To help students pinpoint the communication issue as it 
relates to other organisational contingencies (textbook 
cases and student cases) , (Mier, 1982, p. 151) . 

• - ^ 4 . . 

Further pedagogical functions of tftle case study method in 
organizational communication instruction include: * 

1. Helping instructors generate' class discussion by presenting 
meaningful situations for class Exploration and posing questions 
about case analysis and problem* solving. 

2. Helping instructors illustrate and clarify important 
organizational communication concepts by relating these concepts to 

'examples from case analyses. V _ * ^ 



\ 



J. Helping to expand utudunt.'i' knowledge of organizational 
i 

comuiun ioit ion renearcMi and theory by encouraging .students to .search 
for explanatory research and theory in diagnosing cauo problem:*. ^ y 

4. Helping to. promote iitudotftn^ recognition of the ujkvi of 
organizational comiyun icat ion theory and research by demonstrating 

* that theory can be effectively unod to analyse case problems and ^ 
direct strategies for helping organization members to cope with case 
probLcmu . , 

5. Helping to foster student's analytical insight in the nature 
of organizational processs by encouraging them 'to examine 

* organizational activities, diagnose the sources of organizational 
problems, and develop strategies^ for . organizational innoyation. 

6. Helping to facilitate students 1 ability to demonstrate 
^reativity in making decisions about solving organizational ^problems, 
past research has demonstrated that the ability to make decisions and 
solve organizational problems is one of the most valuable 
commynicat ion- related skills organization members can possess, 
(Disalvo, 1980). ( 

7. Providing students with experience in business Writing and 
professional presentations in the prepa/kat ion of written and oral 
tfase sbudy^eport,s. 

Schmidt and Lipstreu kfe^tjlfy five additional benefits of the case 
method as an effective learning device: / 

1 . Provides a satisfying learning opportunity because it 
combines two essentials — realism and participation. 

2. Provides opportunities for the development of. social 
* skills; of t respect for the opinions of others; of effective 

particiation in a group; of improved understanding of why 
J people act as they do. 
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^ J. ^uitJUjen tAfi gap between knowledge and fikillfi. 
♦ 4. Acquainta(jLndivltJiual3 with the eluslvenens of wisdom and 

tr^th and the eompVex 1 1 ieo of administrat ive nituat ions; 
, S. providofi oppor tain 1 1 Ioh for , e£ f ec 1 1 ve ifolo-play truj, In 
twhlcti a roLe player may fiee himself ftu others ue*e him. 
6. Of tern experiences in which people, in varying degrees, 
. learn ho modify or gat. rid iff uomo of their prejudice*! 

^ beeaurin they must tako Into account the different viown 

prc»uont:ed, (Schmlrft and Liputreu, 1975, p. 2). 

■; . * / 

The caao study method hau many potential benefits for organissat ional 
• communication (education, if used properly* The following section of 
thin papet will outline some guicfclincu for the effective utilization 

• • i * 

"of the case method. J A 

v. 

Guidelines For Using Case Studies ^ 
Glover and Hover , '( 1953 ) , claim that the most intyportamt < 

prerequisite for case analysis is the instructor 1 s ability to set a 

r 

conducive atmosphere fpr case Analysis. The instructor's ability to 
^gstablish rapport wit^h students will help^ establish a favorable 

climate for case' analysts. A favorable climate for case analysis is 
one where students feel free to answer questions, present their 
idiosyncratic points of view, and creatively analyze the case under* 
review. n Tfr£s means a permissive atmosphere in which they (students) 
fieel free to put forth the\r ideas and their questions without the 
instructors reacting in th^form of rejection, derision, blame or 
authoritarian injunctions to think along certain pther lines 
preferred by the instructor at that moment. This free atmosphere 
will ftSe fostered if the. instructor makes up his mind to hear and try 
to understan<&<«K haVe to say, and encourages others to do 



10 
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lh** »wimr, M (Cloven, and How^r, I'JVi, p. 14). Cihb'; 1 -, (Jl^Jf*l>, notion 

of i]»*v<j.lof>ifuj a supportive climate by stress iny communication 

b«*hav lorri that anv non iutl'^wntal, cooperative, riu(>ath?t t ic # ami ^ r) 



iipont aneous, seems to provide a viable mdffei for estjibi i sh imj a - 
.cXmicmrilcut ion climate in the orcjan i 7.51 1 ion a L communleat ion Claris th.U. 

in conducive? to productive case ntudy analysis. 

.1 

As mentioned earlier in this paper, this selection o£ an 
a))pcopr late cane Lor analysis In an Important criteria lac ol. leetivo 
use of the cane study method. An appropriate cane provides the 
analyst with enough information to provide the organizational 
communication student wi£h suf ficient clues as to the underlying 
problems the organization under examination is experiencing, without 
analyzing the situation for the student. Addi tionally, a good cane 
should illustrate concepts that are relevant to the research and 
theory being covered in the organizational communication class* 
Cases should be as realistic a3 possible, including background 
information about charcters in the case, the organizations examined, 
and the relationships among characters. The. most enriching cases 
describe "...the prcrcess by which actions take place,** and may 
include conversations between characters "...recorded as nearly 
verbatim as possible,*' (Ulrich, 1953, p. 31). The richer the ?rase 
selected for case study analysis, the more likely the case stu^y is 
to be an effective pedagogical tool in organizational communication 
classes* 

Case study reports must be well organized and explanatory of the 
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itatiiM* of (MObl^iti-* conhotil lit'i t oiqani ac I 1 on . Th«i rvp»" ?^t.U«ly 
fr-poi' t" l«Mit!:i itself to a conventional three-part Analytic structure? 
ni : i) pi oh i»mi 'idem t r tiMt ion j :> ) ana I yn i ri ) ntul I) r <u*ommonda r i on # 
(Hornt.hal, l c r/'>). In the problem idenr it icat ton suction anaiyntn 
examine t ho cane lri:il*hry and, ba»*«»d upon the nvideueo pr' f nent*?d , 
diagnose dittorent key issues that are causing the organizational 

V 

d i f f i cu 1 1 inn to occur* In the analysis section the c-art** study 
analyst examines why t he \ irob 1 ems are occurring and describes current 
knowledge .ibout. the organ izat iona I issues identified- Finally, in 
the rocornmirnd.it ion section the analyst devises strateg ion for 
relieving tin? problems f acinq^ tj^ orqan izat ion I 

Ln idontifyinq relevant issues in a case history there muat be a 
:;ys tu-m.it ic search tor important evidence within the ease, idi^jt I ty inq 
the underlying issues confronting organizations, as well an 
identifying the more readiLy evident problems. Analysts must 
recognize the mutual influence of different systems, subsystems, and 
both internal organ izat iona I and environmental factors in identifying' 
key issues confronting organizations. Once key issues are identified 
thpy are prioritized in terms of /the strength of each issue's 
influence on the organization and in causing the problematic 
situation the organization finds itself in. The analyst must be able 
to distinguish between primary issues, sub-issues, and mere symptoms 

4 

of issues confronting the organization. Furthermore, the analyst 
should be able to demonstrate pertinent evidence presented in the 
case history that led to the identification of problem issues. 
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In the "analy^Ls. section of 'the case study report the analyst must 
examine the' issues >«*hj}. problems diagnosed previously in the^^blera 
: /'ideSm? feat ion section- of the report and describe^why thesCTSSues ' 

^ cause piobleros^r- organizations. An important factor in the 

*£(W »" • * ' ' • ■ . , . 7 ■' ' 

'^-analvlis section is that relevant organizational theory and research 



, * ' ' ' - ' - 7 

lysis section is fcl 

i " "*1*t be applied to the case study. The analyst must explore the 
-'M- issues, confronting the organization in the .case inflight of their 



knowledge of organizational theory and research. ' It is 
organizational theory that enables the analyst to fully analyze the 
case history. Organizational theory helps the analyst address such 
questions as: Why are these issues arising? What negative 
infllterices do these issues have on organizational functioning now and 
wtiat negative affects might they, produce in the future?" What are 
some of the productive ways that organizations (in general) can deal 
with the issues identified? How do these productive organizational 
strategies relate to the specif ic, organization under examination? 
The more complete the analyst's search" and application of relevant 
organizational research and theory to the case is, the more 
enlightening the case study analysis will become. 

in the recommendations section of the case study report the 
analyst examines the issues identified and analyzed in the first two 
sections of the report to shed light on how organization members 
might redirect organizational activities to "help relieve the problems 
incurred in the case. The analyst must be careful to devise 
recommendations which address each of the issues- identified in the 



^ . \ • 13 

ERIC 



oroblem idenl$f icarl?i<^*section. Furthermore, the organizational 



innovation strategies r th£ analyst suggests must be consistent with 
the issue analysis ancfc theoretical evaluations presented in the 
analysis. section. Foi^xample, if the case study analyst identifies 
'a defensive" communication climate as beirftj a key issue^causing 
problems in an organizational case history, and^escribes some of the, 
communication behaviors that leads to and reduces def ensiveftess in / 



organisations in the analysis section, then the recommendations the 

X , ' . / 

analyst suggests ~ must deal specifically with the defensive climate 

. • . . . • ! 

issue and follow the theoretical guidelines for dealing with 

defensive climates presented in the case analysis section. Case, 

study analysts should be concerned with developing both short-range 

•strategies for relieving organizational problems immediately, and i 

long-range strategies for preventing similar problems from occurring 

aqain. In this manner, the analyst reacts appropriately^ to the ' 

present organizational situation, as well as devising strategies for 

helping organization members become more proactive in preventing and 

defusing potential organizational difficulties. 

Case analysis then, begins with identification of salient issues 

contributing to organizational difficulties', examination of the 

nature of these issues with regard to organizational research and 

theory, and development of strategies for helping organization 

members resolve these problems. Bernthal, (1975), echos many of the 

guidelines for case analysis that have been identified here when he 

specifies that effective case study analyses should be systematic, 
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recognize the interdependence of organizational systems* and 7 
^subsystems, be realistic and explanatory, and be research a$d theory- 
based. In the following sefction of this paper I will 'provide an 
example of a typical case study report assignment that i^llows the 
guidelines presented above. % • ' / 



Sample Case Study Report Assignment 
The case study report should be written in a/professional manner, 

T typed, double-spaced, as though you were a consultant hired by the 

f • , • 

organization to help solve the problems described in the case. There 

, should be three major sections in the case/study repor^:: 

1. Statement of the Prob lem ( s) ; succinctly state what you 

— - ■ . / 

decide are the most pressing problems facing the individuals ( and the 

/ 

organization) in the case. Explain why you think these are the major 

* * / 

issues in this situation. What infbrmation presented in the case 

/ 

lfeads you to identify these issues? (Be careful to Idok for the root 

issues causing problems in the case. Often the most obvious problems 

..../' . 
in a case are merely, symptoms/ of more basic underlying problems. You 

may want to identify both n^in issues and sub- issues). 

2. Analysis ; based on 'your knowledge about the nature of 
organizational communication explain wh^ you think the problems you 

have identified (in tHe first section) are occurring. Shed some 

/ 

insight into the reasons problems such as the "ones in this case occur 

/■'•"' , . ■ 

in organizations. .How do the issues you identify affect 

organizations in general? How should the organizational 



14 

15 



ERIC 



Ill 



communication concepts ^be utilized effectively? (Be sure to relate 
your analysis to organizational communication theory). ' t 

3. Recomme nd a t i oh s : - Develop realistic strategies for . 
alleviating the problems you hav6 Identified and analyzed (in the 
first two sections). indicate how the 'recommendations you suggest \ 
\ may be implemented within the organisation. (Be sure to 

differentiate between short-term strategies to help the organization 
cope with the existing problems and long-term plans designed to keep 
these problems from emerging again. Short-term strategies are 
generally reactive, while long-term strategies are more proactive). 
What specific activities should Qrganization members engage in to 
initiate the recommendations you suggest?' 




Conclusion 

The case study method is a potentially useful pedagogical tool 
that can be successfully used in organizational communication 
classes. Case work is most productive when cases, are openly 
discussed in class. Student involvement and creativity in case study 
discussions should be encouraged. Effective use of case studies can 
promote the development of students' insight, knowledge, and 
creativity. Case study work helps cultivate student insight by 
providing students with experience in recognizing and diagnosing 
organizational problems. Case study work can expand students' 
knowledge of organizational theory by demonstrating how to apply 
relevant research and theory to organizational analysis and 
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problem-solving. Case study work can also help develop students' 
creativity by providing them with the 'opportunity to examine and 
interpret case histories, identify galient facts and issues emerging 
out of the case histories, and develop ^organizational development 
strategies for helping organization members cope with organizational 
difficulties. 
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